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MS. BASTEDENBECK: Today is January 23rd, 


2002. The time is 1416 hours. My name is Christine 


Bastedenbeck, Lieutenant with the New York City Fire 


Department. I'm at EMS Battalion 57 conducting an 


interview with the following individual: 


Q. Please state your name, rank, and unit that 
you're assigned to. 

A. Joel Daniel Pierce, paramedic 3927, 35 zebra, 
Battalion 57. 

Q. Joel, were you on duty the morning of 


September 11th, 2001? 


A. Yes, I was. 

Q. Were you assigned to the World Trade Center? 

A. Yes, I was. 

QO. Can you tell me about the events of that 
morning? 

A. My partner and I were sitting up by McCarren 
Park when we heard a signal 1040 go over the air. I 


didn't know what a 1040 was, so I pulled out my little 
Ready-Medic book and I looked at it and I told my 
partner it was an airline incident. 


Q. Do you know who your partner was that day? 


A. Eric Rodriguez, Paramedic Rodriguez, Shield 


2526. So we heard multiple units being assigned 


immediately from Battalion 31 told to switch to 


Citywide, so I said this has to be pretty big. Sol 


switched over my portable to Citywide and you didn't 


hear much at the moment until you heard, I believe it 


was one of the condition bosses in the city screaming 


on the 
has to 
partne 
waterf 


of Nort 


radio, basically send everything that the city 
offer because it was pretty bad. So I told my 


r, who was driving that day, to drive down to the 


ront somewhere by Kent, and I believe we came off 


th 12th. As we rounded the turn, we saw the 


north 


Wwe Saw 


there. 


tower on fire and we were just awestruck by what 


. We parked the vehicle on Kent, got out, stood 


My partner called his wife. I just stood there 


staring, and then I watched eventually the second 


plane, 


south, 


I saw it. It looked like it was circling coming 


then came back north, striking the south side of 


Tower No. 2. I got pretty sick to the stomach at that 


point. 


contact 


Eventually, the Brooklyn North dispatcher 


ted us and advised us that we were heading to 


Manhat 


tan at that time, to the World Trade Center. 


We headed over the bridge, the Williamsburg 


Bridge, and my eyes were just fixed on what was coming 


out of 


didn't 


the towers, the smoke. As we got down there, we 


exactly know where the main triage area was or 


staging area was. There was just so many people 
running all over the place, and my partner and I, we 


had no clue as to where we were going. Then we found 


ourselves over we came back around and we were on 
West Side Highway or West Street by Liberty noticing a 
bunch of ambulances parked on the west side of West 


Side Highway next to No. 1 World Financial Center. 


So we pulled over, we set our vehicle up 
underneath the pedestrian walk on Liberty Street 
between West and I believe it's South End Avenue. We 
were there for a bit and I just stood there looking up 


at the two towers and I just watched people jumping. 


must have counted about eight people. One of them was 


on fire as he hit the ground. I thought it was just a 
piece of burning debris coming down until my partner 
said that's a person jumping. 

I was with some Captain. I don't know where 
he was from. I said, boss, this is not a good spot to 
be sitting. I mean, stuff from that far up can easily 
get caught in the wind and come over towards us. He 


agreed and we said let's get these vehicle around the 


corner on South End, and that's where we ended up. My 


partner drove the vehicle right over here, just around 


the corner of Liberty. That's where we put the 
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vehicle. 
Q. Where you made the X on the map? 
A. Correct. Multiple vehicles along the side 
here. I remember seeing the Hatzolah MERV over here. 


I think that Rescue 2 pulled up over here, multiple 


Fire units. There were a lot of other units from 


Metropolitan, FDNY, EMS and other voluntary units 
pulling up, so they were all lining up and down this 
road here. The Captain asked me to make sure each unit 


was not going to block themselves in, at least one 


person would stay with their unit. I said sure. Sol 


ran up and down, made sure they were setting up their 


equipment, have their IVs, if they're ALS, start 
setting up their bags. 

As I came back to report to him, I saw that 
Chief McCracken, Chief Grant, their aides and some 


other officers were at the corner of Liberty Street and 


South End Avenue. Chief Grant noticed me, that I was 


there. I pulled him aside. I advised him what was 
going on over here and that I was going to head back 
over onto the West Side Highway over here and advise 


those guys to get around the corner over here. He said 


that's a good idea, let's get them off the highway. 


Just as I started walking back, just before that 


catwalk on the corner, some maybe 20 feet, I guess, 50 


feet, I heard this sound. 


QO. You were on Liberty Street then? 
A. Yes. It was right around here, I guess where 
the E is on this map. It's around this area, this 


general vicinity where the group was clustered, 


McCracken and all the other officers and their aides 
were. That's when we heard that sound, again, and I 
swear it sounded like another plane coming in, just 


that rumbling noise, that steadily -- that continuous 


rumbling that was getting louder and louder, and I 


think the last words I had were, oh, God not another 


one. So we all ran. We got ourselves in this little 
corner right over here, right by the hexagon here, and 


we all just kind of cowered underneath this little 


overhang right up against the lobby windows. There was 


no place to run. 


QO. The lobby windows of World Financial? 

A. Financial, yes. The hexagon part. 

QO. Okay. 

A. There's a little corner right over here, and 


that's where we basically just crowded together and 


kept our heads down and the rumbling noise just got 


immense at that point and I kind of looked up and all I 


saw was this huge dust cloud going right between the 


two buildings here, between 1 and 2, right where the -- 
going literally between on Liberty Street, and it was 


just this huge wall, like this perfect wall of dust. 


It slammed into Gateway Plaza across the street from us 


and then it basically rolled right back at us and I 


said, oh, shit, this is it, here we go. 

We were all holding hands with each other. 
Wherever you found a hand, you grabbed it and you just 
held on. Unfortunately, I had McCracken's hand and 
he's got some pretty big hands. He squeezed my hand 
pretty good. But I think we were all pretty fricking 


scared at that point. We were all praying quite 


loudly, too. I'm Jewish and I think I was saying Hail 
Marys. I was just joining what everybody else was 
doing. You just didn't know what was going on other 
than the fact that here was this cloud of dust coming 


right at you and you you're just convinced that this is 


it, this is over with, because you don't know what else 


is coming with it. 


So basically I just held my breath and just 


waited and I just felt that blast of air and dust come 


right at me. The glass held up. We were pretty amazed 


about that. I took a breath, started gagging. There's 


a deli right on the side here. There was an open 
door. All I saw was this door, so I like created a 


human chain of people and I just led them through this 


door, this little deli. I said just follow this and 


follow the building, head south. 


I went back, I don't know, I tripped on 
something, banged my foot and some guy fell on top of 


me. I picked him up, pulled him away. I came back to 


where we were and along the side, the westernmost side, 


It was like I noticed a lot of the glass was still 


intact, you could s like maybe four or five panes of 
glass still held up, and then I heard somebody banging 


on the other side. So I believe it was myself and 


someon lse, we smacked the window out, walked into 


the lobby area of 1 World Financial Center, yelled 


inside if anybody was in there, and this guy yelled 
out, yeah. I said can you see my flashlight? He's 


like yeah. I said, well, walk into the light. Not 


exactly the words you want to hear said. But he kind 


of got to me and I grabbed him and I dragged him over 


to where the broken window was and said get out through 
here and go. 
I proceeded across the lobby to the other 


side, closer towards Liberty Street, the northeastern 


corner, just on the other side of the pedestrian bridge 
crossing the highway, and I walked out. All the glass 
windows were completely smashed out on the east and 


north sides of the hexagon part. I walked out, walked 


around. I was like -- I just didn't say much at all. 


I was looking at all the burning vehicles. Nothing but 


burning vehicles outside, all the ambulances. 


I walked off into the street area and I think 


that's where I found Chief Wells, Charlie Wells, who 


was kind of like crawling in the dust. I yelled out 


his name. He kind of picked his head up. I ran over 
to him, picked him up and dragged him over towards the 
World Financial Center, and I guess that's where the 
shock of everything really kicked in now because I just 


looked. I was like where the hell is the tower? Where 


is everything? Did they both come down? I didn't 


know. I just stood there and then he had to kind of 


verbally slap me, not physically, just like, Joel, wake 


up, wake the fuck up, we need you here, excuse me, w 
need you here on this, and I kind of snapped to it 


again. 


I walked around, grabbed some helmets, cop 


helmets that were like laying all over the place, gav 


them to people who didn't have helmets, looked around, 
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see if I could find anybody, see if they needed help. 
Most people were walking wounded. I think that was it, 


really. A lot of people were uniforms just totally 


walking around like they were ghosts. They were like 
it was just amazing what just happened. 
I helped out moving things around, getting 


people, making sure everything was okay, inspecting 


some of the ambulances, looking inside, didn't find 
anybody in none of them. I headed back towards my bus 


because I realized my partner was missing. We went 


back there. I found him coming to me and he's like 


where the hell were you? I was like where the hell 


were you? He told me that he was we went back over 
to the ambulance and we found it completely covered in 


dust and debris, the back window was smashed out. It 


looked like it took a beating, just all this crap that 
was on it. 
He says there's an evacuation in effect; 


we're getting the hell out of here. I was like, yeah, 


okay. So he said the vehicle's dead, it's shot, 


because it was running at the time, so it must have 
sucked up all that dust and it clogged up the vents and 


everything. I figured the best thing to do was, 


because I'm hazmat trained, I'm trained with the SCBAs, 
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to grab my air bottle, he grabbed his, we grabbed our 


face masks, and then this ambulance was pulling away 


and we jumped in the back of that and we headed down 


South End, down towards the waterfront, as far as it 
would go. 

QO. At this time only the first tower had 
collapsed? 

A. The first tower had collapsed, correct. 
That's as far as we know. I mean, you couldn't see 


anything. It was just such a huge dust cloud, you just 


didn't see a damn thing, other than you did see some 


debris and it was like large pieces of building and 
just nothing but a dust cloud. 

So we got down there. There was this church 
down there. We just kind of like all hung around, we 
just sat there, and we were like what just happened? I 
mean, we were just still -- everybody was in awe. More 
ambulances were showing up from multiple agencies. 
Again I was tasked with -- because I had no ambulance 


left. So it's like my partner and I were pretty much 


useless at the moment unless they actually were going 
to set up a true triage area. We had no equipment 
other than our air bottles. This one Lieutenant said 


go to each ambulance and make sure, if they're ALS, to 
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have their lights flashing, and if they're BLS, to have 


them turned off, and each ALS unit set up their 


equipment appropriately, get their IVs hung up and get 
ready for casualties. I was like sure. So I ran up 
and down doing that, made sure everything was all set 
up. 


After I finished that, I came back and I 


found my partner puffing away at some oxygen. I go 


what's the matter with you? He said I got chest pain, 


and he's like don't you dare call the Lieutenant over. 


So I was like, yeah, okay. So I was like is it because 


of the dust? He goes yeah. So I figured it was 


because he sucked so much dust in, like myself, and he 
said my chest is burning from all the dust. Like all 
right, just chill for a moment, I'll be back. I came 
back and he looked even worse and I was like you're 


going to the hospital whether you like it or not, and 


he started arguing with me. I said don't fuck with me, 


you're going to the hospital. They had a physician 


come over that was down there volunteering. So he 


looked at him, looked at his EKG, did something, he 


said you're going to Vinny's and that's final. So lI 


said, listen, just do it, go, be safe, don't be 


stupid. I'll be all right. So, actually, excuse me, 
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just before that, I was along the waterfront 
esplanade. I'm sorry. 
QO. Okay. Go ahead. 


A. Along the esplanade where people were coming 


down the waterfront there. There were a lot of people 


running down, so I was escorting down this way towards 


where the boats were to get them over to, I guess, 


Liberty Island or to the Jersey side or wherever the 


boats were taking them to. I saw this one boat with a 
camera crew on it. I don't know if you're familiar 


with it, but the Green Monster they call it. It's like 


a high-speed tour boat that races up and down the water 


around the island, gives a tour of the island. Well, I 


saw them. I waved them over and I told them, go around 
south, come around and turn to where the bulkheads are 
and start picking up people and get them out of here, 
and they listened to me. They actually did that. It 
was pretty good. 


I remember seeing this one Lieutenant from I 


think Engine 229, that's the area up in Greenpoint 


where I cover mostly. So I was like you're from 229. 


He goes yeah, who are you? Oh, you're from that 


ambulance around the area. Yeah. He said, listen, do 


yourself a favor and get out of here. I think just as 
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I was heading south again, that's when the north tower 


collapsed because I remember seeing another huge cloud 
of dust basically just cover this whole area going to 
the west side, all over towards the Hudson River area. 


I made it back down towards just before the 


Battery here. I don't know what street that is. But 


that's when my partner started having more problems and 


he was told you're out of here, after we were at this 


one park resting for a moment. Now we're with all 
those ambulances. I'm just sitting there doing 
absolutely nothing. He's gone, I got nothing, and I 


was getting very itchy. When I start wanting to do 


something, I get itchy. I'm like I have to do 


something. I can't just sit on my laurels and do 


nothing. That's just not my style. 


I told this one Lieutenant, I said, I'm going 
back up there. I'm doing nothing here. This is B.S. 


Why are we sitting here doing nothing? He's like hang 


out here Pierce, don't you disappear on me. Then I 
stood around waiting, waiting, waiting, waiting, 
waiting. It was just a waiting period and it was 


driving me absolutely fucking insane. I mean, 


literally, I was really going nuts. So I was like, 


listen. At one point I was like, I got no girlfriend, 
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no dependents. I'm not worried. I don't know if it's 


like a superman feeling or something, but I had to get 


up there because I know people needed my help and that 


was it. 


So I spoke with another Lieutenant. I don't 


know who it was. Maybe Lieutenant Soto. I said I got 
to go back up there. He says, well, let me go with you 


a little bit, I'll see how far it is. He was like how 


far away is it? I was like around four blocks. I lied 


to him. It was a little farther than four blocks. But 


we got up there. He became the triage Lieutenant and I 


was his aide for the day between One Liberty Plaza and 


Engine 10/Ladder 10. So basically we just stayed there 


the entire night, just transporting patients back and 


forth, getting up to Liberty triage, where I did some 


work in helping out as well. That's what I did all 


night. I maybe had a two-hour catnap on the marble 
floor at One Liberty Plaza, woke up again, not even, 
you know, something like that. 


I remember at one point I was back down, I 


think I was down by -- in front of Engine 10/Ladder 
10 -- no. I was in front of Liberty Plaza and they 


said they needed morphine down there. They found 


somebody inside and they were going to have to take his 
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legs off and they need morphine. They saw me and they 
said are you a medic? I go yeah. You got morphine? I 
go yup. The guy who was with me, he said you're coming 


with me and they physically grabbed me. They said 
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you're coming with us. They said you're coming with 


us, we need you now, we need your drugs. 


At that point I found myself on the pile and 


I don't know if -- it felt like I was hallucinating 
because just looking around, I was up on top of that 
pile a good way in, it was hot and I was looking at all 
these holes down. It was like one wrong step and I'm 


dead. If I fell into that little hole, I'm dead and 


that was it, because I could s the flames below, you 


could see the redness. I knew if I went in, it was 


like the pits of hell. It was like Dante's Inferno, I 


guess you could call it. I was in the remains of the 


south tower, between the south tower and near the 
hotel, and it was something, just being there, all the 


way in. I don't know how far in I was. I must have 


been a good 200 feet in when I was going up and down 
these piles of debris. Then I got called out and I 


learned that they managed to free the guy's legs up, so 


that made me happy. I got out of there. I climbed all 


the way back, assisted with the hose pulling because 
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they needed a lot of fire hose in there. So I was part 


of the hose line with a lot of other firemen and all 


the rescue workers. 


I took a break again, headed back over to 
10/10, sat there, drank, had some fluids, and I think 
that's where I saw Chief Tramontana. He came over to 
me. He says are you all right? I just looked at him. 


I was like how can one not feel all right? Look what 


just happened. I almost had a brush with death. He 


said all right, just take a break, relax. 


I worked through the night. I met up with 


some other people, EMT Bruce Hydock, Battalion 57, EMT 


Richardson, Battalion 57. Who else? EMT Jason Steele, 
Battalion 57. Those are the only familiar faces I can 


remember. In fact, it's funny because you couldn't 


even recognize them at first because they had to remind 
me who they were. 


I took a minor break and went back down to 


10/10, met up with this Lieutenant, I forgot who it 
was, and I said, listen, boss, I'm going to take a walk 
over to -- over by Liberty and see what my ambulance 


looks like. I started walking down Liberty, but that 


was completely blocked up between Greenwich and 


Washington from the debris from the south tower. So I 


18 


remember walking down Greenwich, down Albany, and 
coming back around. I found my ambulance and it was 
pushed over to the side, I think. I think some earth 
movers or something came over and pushed it over to the 
side out of the way. 


I walked over to where I was taking cover, 


walked back, got something to drink, something to munch 


on, and I think that's when I was just like somewhere 


by Engine 10/Ladder 10, I kind of laid down for a 
moment on a long board, and I think that's where I 
really started to pass out, when I think Captain Olsen, 


I think it was -- I don't know who. I think it was 


Captain Olsen who ordered me to go to the command post, 
which was far up on the West Side Highway by I guess 
St. John's. I don't know where they set it up. By the 
school. 


Q. The college or the high school? 


A. There was a high school, some school, a 
public school. 


Q. Stuyvesant High School? 


A. Maybe that was it. That might have been it. 
He walked me inside there, and then I found a cot over 
by some triage area and I just walked over to it and 


just completely fell asleep. I got up like two hours 


later, walked over across the highway to the command 
post. 

Q. How did you get back to your battalion? 

A. I was driven back. Captain Burns saw me. A 
friend of hers was heading back to Brooklyn and he said 
he would give me a ride back, which he did. I headed 
back. 

Q. Approximately what time did you get back to 
Battalion 57? 

A. I don't know. Maybe 12:00 o'clock, I guess. 


I can't remember. 


Q. Midnight you mean? 

A. Day. 

QO. The next day? 

A. The next day. 

QO. The next afternoon. Okay. 

A. All I know is I was on the clock for about 32 


straight hours. I was on the clock that long. Then I 


just -- a bunch of people approached me and PF 


I showered up up there and cleaned up, had all my stuff 


put in red bags because there was just so much blood on 
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them and everything. 
That was pretty much it for that day. Then I 
didn't go back there to work, on one of the standby 


units, the ALS units, for like about maybe two weeks -- 


I stayed away from there. I was definitely there fora 


long time. People were telling me you were considered 


MIA for a long time. That's pleasing to know, to find 


out that I was missing in action. But I was, I guess, 
to some people. My radio didn't work at one point. I 
guess -- I don't know why it didn't work. So they said 


they were calling for you like crazy because they 


didn't know where you were. I was like me neither. 
There were no street signs. Everything was smashed 
down. 

Q. Is there anything else you want to add to the 


events of that day? 


A. I don't know what there is to add, if I've 


forgotten so many things or if they stick in my head. 


Maybe some things are just being recessed away and then 


it's going to come out in the wrong moments. I've 
forgotten a lot of stuff. I've forgotten names of 
people. I guess my memory span is kind of shot to hell 


a little bit. I'm still coughing a lot and I don't 


even smoke. That's all I can think of right now. 
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MS. BASTEDENBECK: Okay. This interview is 


concluded. The time now is 1449 hours. Thank you very 


much, Joel. 


PARAMEDIC PIERCE: You're welcome. 


